
Content on this page was developed during the 2009-2010 H1N1 pandemic and has not
been updated.

The H1N1 virus that caused that pandemic is now a regular human flu virus and
continues to circulate seasonally worldwide.
The English language content on this website is being archived for historic and
reference purposes only.
For current, updated information on seasonal flu, including information about
H1N1, see the CDC Seasonal Flu website (http://www.cdc.gov/flu/) .
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Since April 2009, the 2009 H1N1 influenza virus has been spreading from person-to-person worldwide,
affecting all racial and ethnic groups. This 2009 H1N1 and Seasonal Flu and African American
Communities: Questions and Answers document summarizes current understanding of the impact
of 2009 H1N1 and seasonal influenza virus on African Americans, describes some of the barriers to
uptake of 2009 H1N1 and seasonal influenza vaccines, and outlines potential strategies for improving
health and increasing vaccine coverage in African American communities.

2009 H1N1 (/h1n1flu/) and seasonal influenza materials for all individuals are available at Flu.gov
(http://www.flu.gov)  (http://www.cdc.gov/Other/disclaimer.html) and CDC.gov (../) .

What impact is 2009 H1N1 having on African American
communities?
2009 H1N1 and seasonal flu data on racial and ethnic groups have been taken from a wide range of
sources and geographic areas and show differing results. For instance:

Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System data show self-reported influenza-like illness and having
sought medical care for that illness was similar among racial/ethnic groups.  (#ref)
From April 15-August 31, 2009, 35 percent of people hospitalized with 2009 H1N1 in 13
metropolitan areas of 10 states were non-Hispanic black. Only 16 percent of the catchment area
population studied, however, was non-Hispanic black.  (#ref)
Non-Hispanic black children less than 5 years old had higher seasonal influenza-associated
hospitalization rates (1.2/100,000) than non-Hispanic white children of the same age (0.5/100,000)
in university medical centers serving Rochester, Nashville and Cincinnati.  (#ref)
Black children younger than 18 years of age account for 16.6% of 210 reported influenza-associated
deaths in 2009.  (#ref) Their representation in the U.S. population is 16.8%.

Because the geographic spread of influenza varies over time, findings may vary depending on when and
where data were collected. However, any influenza-associated hospitalization or death is tragic. It is
important to better understand the causes and take steps to prevent these hospitalizations and deaths.

What factors contribute to 2009 H1N1’s impact on African
American communities?
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Many medical conditions are associated with an increased risk of serious complications
(/h1n1flu/highrisk.htm) from influenza. Disparities in underlying medical conditions, such as asthma and
diabetes, may contribute to the impact of 2009 H1N1 on African American communities.

From April 2009 — September 2009:

Almost one-third of people hospitalized with complications from 2009 H1N1 influenza were persons
with asthma. Asthma-related hospitalization and mortality rates from all causes, not just influenza,
are approximately two to three times higher among non-Hispanic blacks compared with non-
Hispanic whites.  (#ref)
Approximately 10 percent of people hospitalized with complications from 2009 H1N1 influenza have
been diabetic. Among adults 20 years of age and older, diabetes is more prevalent among non-
Hispanic blacks (12%) compared with non-Hispanic whites (7%).  (#ref)

Some African-Americans may also face barriers to accessing health care, such as lack of insurance or
transportation. There is no epidemiological or clinical evidence that suggests that African Americans are
more susceptible to either 2009 H1N1 or seasonal influenza, or to poorer health outcomes by virtue of
their race alone.  Therefore, further investigation is essential to more clearly elucidate factors that might
contribute to the disproportionate influenza-associated hospitalization among non-Hispanic blacks.
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What can we do to prevent 2009 H1N1 and seasonal flu?
CDC recommends a three-step approach (/flu/protect/preventing.htm) for everyone to fight the flu,

Get vaccinated;
Take everyday preventive actions, including covering coughs and sneezes, frequent hand washing,
and staying home when sick; and
Use antiviral drugs correctly if your doctor recommends them.

Although the most effective way to prevent both 2009 H1N1 and seasonal influenza and their
complications is to be vaccinated, overall 2008-2009 seasonal influenza vaccination coverage was low
across racial and ethnic groups. Further, many non-Hispanic blacks were less likely than non-Hispanic
whites to receive influenza vaccination (Figure1).

Click graph to enlarge

 (/H1N1flu/images/african_americans_qa.gif) 
 

*Respondents who have diabetes, heart disease, or asthma.
 
However, non-Hispanic blacks at high-risk for complications in the 18-49 year old age group received
vaccine at levels above their white counterparts, but rates were suboptimal for both racial populations in
this and other groupings.  (#ref)  Similarly, in the 2008 National Health Interview survey 33% of non-
Hispanic blacks in the 19-49 year old high-risk group reported receiving seasonal influenza vaccine
compared to 30% of non-Hispanic whites.  (#ref)
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What perceptions affect the uptake of 2009 H1N1 and seasonal
vaccine?

6

7

8

9

https://www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/highrisk.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/preventing.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/H1N1flu/images/african_americans_qa.gif


Many African Americans are concerned about the safety of influenza vaccines. For example, in a recent
survey of 1500 registered voters in California, 17% of survey respondents felt that there was a strong
chance that the 2009 H1N1 vaccine was unsafe. However, this concern was twice as high among African
Americans.  (#ref)

According to a University of Michigan study, despite recommendations emphasizing the importance of
vaccinating children against 2009 H1N1, only 40% of parents intended to have their children vaccinated.
Broken down by racial background, 52% percent of Hispanic parents, 38% of white parents, and 30% of
black parents were planning to have their children vaccinated against 2009 H1N1.

What are some strategies for increasing 2009 H1N1 and
seasonal vaccine coverage in African American communities?
Promotion of 2009 H1N1 and seasonal influenza vaccination among African Americans recommended
for these vaccines is a key part of the response. Vaccination campaigns should be inclusive and
transparent, engaging all stakeholders in the African American community in order to more effectively
address community concerns, and to inform and educate the public.  (#ref)

Improve the collection and use of data.
It is important to continue to improve our ability to collect, analyze, and disseminate race/ethnicity
data on influenza-associated hospitalizations, deaths, and influenza vaccine coverage.

Better understand beliefs about influenza immunization.
African American communities’ historical experiences with health care and public health may
impact perceptions of the safety and utility of vaccination. Tailored outreach, sensitive to these
issues, is critical. For example, focus groups about seasonal influenza immunization beliefs among
older African Americans revealed the following:  (#ref)

Participants who did not intend to receive influenza vaccination believed that they had gotten
sick from the flu shot or knew someone else who became sick after receiving the flu shot. 
Some participants expressed a distrust of the government, physicians, and pharmaceutical
companies. Trusted influenza spokespeople included physicians or other health professionals,
peers, family members and, for men, their wives.
The concept of “protecting others” by getting the flu shot resonated well with the participants.

Communicate what is known about vaccine safety and
effectiveness.
Vaccine coverage will improve with increased awareness that:

Both the 2009 H1N1 and seasonal influenza vaccines are safe.
The 2009 H1N1 vaccine is made the same way as the seasonal vaccine that has been used
safely and successfully for many years.
The benefits of vaccination with the 2009 H1N1 influenza vaccine outweigh the risks.

Increase the number, accessibility, and use of vaccination
sites.
As more vaccine becomes available, it will also be important to continue to increase the number,
accessibility of, and use of vaccination sites, particularly within underserved communities.
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For More Information
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